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✨ Author's Note

Jordan has a special talent: disaster follows her around like a loyal puppy.

But I hope that through all her stumbles and chaos, she gives you plenty of laughs — chapter after chapter.

This won’t be your typical romance.

It’s going to be a disastrous one, full of humor, some truly epic falls, and who knows... maybe a dash of love along the way (well-seasoned, of course). 🍲💘
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Chapter 1: Miss Disaster
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Jordan Parker POV

Clumsy.

Absent-minded.

Hopelessly uncoordinated.

Or maybe... cursed.

Or maybe it's just... me. Jordan Parker.

My dad says I have a magnet for bad luck because I always walk around with my head in the clouds. And, well, today I can’t argue. He was right — though I refuse to let him tease me about it over the phone.

I’m at the airport. On time. Ready to board the flight to the internship of my dreams. No delays, no running around. Everything going smoothly — which, let’s be honest, should’ve been my first red flag.

The problem? I arrived 24 hours early. Yep, a whole day before the actual flight. Who messes up the travel date? Me, of course.

I was so proud of myself for packing early, arriving calmly... So confident that I didn’t even think to double-check the ticket date. Idiot. And now what? Call my dad to come pick me up, so he can laugh until he wheezes? Not a chance.

So I decided to improvise. "Think positive, Jordan," I told myself, while searching for a nearby hotel. Fifteen minutes on foot, the map said. I figured it was a good idea to walk, stretch my legs, enjoy the fresh air... And it was a good idea... until one of the suitcase wheels broke halfway there.

"Shit," I muttered. And as if that weren’t enough, I gave it an impulsive kick — which broke it even more. "Brilliant, Jordan. Very classy."

I dragged the suitcase the rest of the way, sometimes carrying it like a giant hard-plastic baby, other times angling it weirdly, trying to use the wheels that still worked. Mentally cursing the entire time, of course. What was supposed to be a short stroll turned into a miserable pilgrimage.

The room I managed to book was tiny, but cozy. A simple bed, warm yellow lighting... It even had some charm. Too bad it cost more than it should have. My budget was already on life support and this improvised stay just pulled the plug. But alright, Jordan. Breathe.

What brought me here, after all? I won a contest! Yes, me — the girl who breaks luggage with her feet — won the chance to intern at Chef Adam Black’s restaurant. The man, the myth, the legend... and, they say, an ogre in an apron.

A chance to prove I can do this. That I can be more than just Clumsy Jordan. That I can, with lots of effort, become a chef.

Of course, my brain immediately kicked into sabotage mode. What if I mess everything up? What if he fires me on the first day because... well, because I’m me — a two-legged disaster.

After a depressing fast-food meal (because obviously the hotel’s “gourmet” restaurant was reserved for people with money), I returned to the room to relax. But the TV wouldn’t turn on, the remote was dead, and I think the manual button didn’t even exist. I gave up.

I lay down. The mattress was a mix of cement and sand. The pillow felt like it was stuffed with old sponge. The only thing working was the sound of car alarms outside.

Still, I went to sleep with a stupid smile on my face. Because, in the middle of all this mess... I was heading for a new life.

Will I survive this experience? Will Chef Black think I’m completely useless?

Or worse... what if he’s right?

Well, tomorrow is the actual travel day. The official start of my (desperate) attempt to be an adult. Let’s see how long the universe lets me pretend I’m competent.

But one thing’s for sure: whether it’s pots, stumbles, or misunderstandings... this adventure is going to get messy.

***
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I woke up with one of those stomachaches that mix nerves, anxiety, and possibly last night’s sketchy food. I could barely look at the hotel breakfast — and yet, I grabbed a mini croissant out of stubbornness. Dry. Obviously.

And because I’m a woman who learns from her mistakes... I decided, once again, to walk to the airport. Yes, with the same broken suitcase. Because saving a few bucks on a taxi makes sense, right? It’s not like I’m rolling in cash.

The walk was torture, just like the day before, but I made it — sweaty and ready to throw the suitcase in a dumpster.

I checked my luggage and, since there was still loads of time before boarding, I sat by the gate with my book. Some random romance novel, with a heroine who was unbelievably competent, sexy, and elegant. Basically, everything I wasn’t. Still, I let myself get lost in it.

I was finally having a peaceful moment — until they announced the flight delay.

Of course. Because my life is never a straight path. It always comes with detours, layovers, and preferably one or two nerve-wracking hurdles.

The flight was delayed two hours. Meaning I’d arrive at night, in a city I’d never been to, clueless about how to reach the apartment, exhausted, with back pain, and expected to meet the country’s most feared chef the next day.

I decided to call the man renting me the studio. The voice on the other end was a middle-aged man with that dragging tone of someone who’s lost patience with everything in life — including me, apparently.

"Yes?" he answered, as if I’d interrupted something critically important.

"Good afternoon! This is Jordan Parker. Just letting you know the flight’s delayed and I’ll arrive later than expected..."

"Right... fine. Just don’t ring the doorbell too hard, it wakes the dog."

And he hung up. Great. I already felt super welcome. All that was missing was the dog hating me on arrival and going for my ankle.

I looked around. Happy families, laughing couples, people rushing all over... and there I was, with a rebellious stomach and an uncertain future ahead. As uncertain as the suspicious smell coming from the pastry shop nearby.

I sighed, closed the book, and let my thoughts wander. To Chef Adam Black. Handsome, sure. Intimidating? Definitely. Feared, respected, adored by critics and hated by apprentices. A true kitchen dictator. And I, Jordan Parker, was going to throw myself right under his wing — or rather, his frying pan. Brilliant.

But a part of me — tiny, but stubborn — still believed that maybe... just maybe... this could be the start of something extraordinary. The beginning of a new chapter. My big turning point.

Or maybe... it was just my stomach protesting.

Right then, the loudspeaker announced the opening of the boarding gate at the same time a cramp stabbed through me like an internal knife.

"Fuck," I muttered, bending slightly forward while clutching my abdomen with one hand and trying to grab my backpack with the other.

Everyone around me stood up with excitement, bright eyes and that "finally!" energy. I, on the other hand, was mentally calculating the time until boarding, the location of the airport bathroom, and the odds of fainting in the queue.

Go or not go? Risk it or not?

I chose to trust the gods of aviation. Plane. Just hold out a bit longer. At least this way I wouldn’t risk missing the flight after already waiting twenty-six hours too long.

When I finally boarded, I was greeted by a flight attendant with a trained smile.

"Good afternoon."

"Bathroom?" That was my greeting. Simple. Direct. Desperate.

She pointed with British politeness to the back of the plane, and off I went, backpack on, hurried and completely unsubtle, like a panicked penguin. Of course, I was stopped multiple times by people in the aisle looking for their seats.

I reached the bathroom and, well... let’s just say it was a moment of spiritual release. And physical. Pre-flight Jordan stayed there. The Jordan who emerged was slightly lighter, a little less tense — and still fully aware that the journey was only beginning.

I returned to my seat, smack in the middle row, between a woman reading a self-help book with gusto and a man who was already snoring before the safety briefing even began. Of course.

I leaned my head back, took a deep breath, and closed my eyes. Tomorrow would be my first day in a completely different world. But for now, I still had four hours of flight ahead.

I breathed deeply. Thought of the kitchen. Thought of Adam Black. Thought... Loud snore from the guy on my right. Yep. It was going to be a long flight.
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Chapter 2: Confusion
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Adam Black POV

I have a restaurant to run.

And a day far too packed to deal with nonsense.

As if it wasn’t enough that one of the waiters had quit suddenly — no notice, no respect, just a "new path" as if this were some reality show — now I had to hire a replacement. And as the cherry on top of the chaos cake, today the intern was due to arrive. Or rather, the “apprentice.”

A complete waste of my time.

I know, logically, that everyone deserves a chance when they’re starting out. But why here? Why in my restaurant? They could just as easily waste some other chef’s time — in a place where the pressure isn’t constant and the standards aren’t stitched into the walls.

Here, there’s no room for mistakes.

Mateus Grayson — my business partner — thought it would be a “brilliant” idea to create a contest. “A way to discover new talent,” he said. “Great promo for the restaurant.” Cheap labour, of course. As if I’d fall for that. An intern.

And to make matters worse, it was international. One of those “visionary” ideas from a social media campaign — cooked up by a marketing agency to draw attention.

More visibility, more reach, more logistics to give me a migraine.

What did it actually add?

Nothing.

Waste of time. Headaches.

I opened the laptop to review the file of the intern who was supposed to arrive.

Jordan Parker.

No photo. Of course. Either a file error or someone forgot the image. And naturally, no one corrected it. Great start. Incompetence at the first click.

I sighed. I hate incompetence. And I hate delays.

I looked at the clock. The waitress I hired to fill the open spot should’ve arrived already. Nothing. No sign. Off to a great start.

Is it too much to ask for a team that shows up on time and knows how to do the basics without me having to supervise every damn thing?

I was about to call Clara Moreau, my front-of-house manager, when my phone buzzed with a notification from the entrance intercom.

Someone had just arrived.

Still more than an hour before the intern was due. It had to be the new waitress.

Brilliant. Punctuality was already optional, it seemed.

Excellent. I was already half in the mood to fire her before she even started.

I made my way to the entrance with firm steps, keeping my tone in check so I wouldn’t start shouting too early. I saw Clara speaking with a young woman — too young. Early twenties, maybe. At least she looked presentable. Pretty, even, despite the glasses taking up half her face.

Great. A waitress who needs glasses to see.

Brown hair pulled into a rushed but functional ponytail.

As soon as they spotted me, Clara pointed in my direction and the girl started walking over.

“Hi! I’m...” she began, before tripping over her own foot.

By instinct, I stepped forward to catch her, but all I felt was a tug on my shirt sleeve.

She fell anyway — knees to the floor, face flushed with a muffled “Ouch” — and took part of my shirt with her.

I stood still. Looked down.

The sleeve was torn. Stretched out. A hole in the fabric revealed part of my shoulder.

She jumped up immediately, red from ears to toes, wide-eyed.

“Oh my God... I... I tore your... shirt?!” she stammered, horrified.

“Looks like it,” I replied, dry.

“I can pay for a new one! I mean, I can try...”

I tossed her the waitress uniform I had in hand.

“You can start doing what you were hired to do.”

“But I...”

I didn’t care. Not one bit. I’d already lost too many minutes to this.

***
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Jordan POV

There I was, holding a uniform, my face burning with shame and the very real sensation that I had just ruined everything — and I hadn’t even set foot in the kitchen yet.

I was nervous. My heart was pounding so loud it almost drowned out my thoughts. When I stepped forward to greet him and introduce myself, I don’t even know how — black magic, maybe? — but I tripped over my own foot. Classic. He reached out to catch me, but my natural gift for disaster had already kicked in.

Instead of balancing myself, I grabbed his shirt — just the shirt — and ended up on the floor, on my knees. And my face landed... well, front and centre.

Crap. Kill me now.

I felt myself blush from my ankles to my ears. Where the hell was I even looking?! I got up in a flash, hoping he hadn’t realised the humiliating angle I’d landed in.

And that’s when I saw his shirt. Torn. A rip on the shoulder. Clearly designer. White, spotless... or, well, it had been. Now it was just a memory of its former glory — and a perfect representation of my self-esteem.

“Oh my God... I... I tore your shirt?!” I heard myself say, in a tone that didn’t even sound like mine. A panicked high-pitched squeak. An internal scream disguised as an apology.

“Looks like it,” he said, with the emotion of a rock.

“I can pay for a new one! I mean... I can try...” I stammered, torn between laughing, crying, or digging a hole right there.

He ignored me with the elegance of an irritated lord and threw a uniform into my hands.

“You can start doing what you were hired to do.”

He was more handsome than in the photos. And even more unbearable than people had warned — which, honestly, was impressive. I had hoped it was an exaggeration, but no.

“But I...” I tried to explain again, but he had already turned his back, walking toward the main dining room with the stride of someone who’d run out of patience for the entire year. Not even a glance back. As if I were just another stain on his mental apron.

Only then did I properly look at the uniform. It wasn’t a kitchen one. It was for a waitress.

“He’s always like that. It’s not personal. It’s... with everyone.” said the woman who’d greeted me. I read the name stitched into her uniform: Clara Moreau. She didn’t seem particularly warm, but she wasn’t yelling at me — which, at that moment, was already a relief.

“Put on the uniform, alright? I’ll show you the tables in your section.”

“Tables?” I asked, confused. “I have to wait tables?”

Was this some kind of hazing ritual? A test? An initiation ceremony?

“That’s what you were hired for,” she said, as if it were obvious. Same thing the chef had just said. Wait... Was it?

While trying to process everything, I suddenly found myself in uniform, following Clara through the restaurant, trying to catch half the instructions she was firing like a machine gun.

Oh. My. God.

This had all the ingredients to go horribly wrong. And me? I was the disaster waiting to happen.
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Chapter 3: Shattered
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Adam POV

I needed to start prepping for lunch service. The waitress had arrived — late, but still. Now the damn intern was running late too. Was this some kind of conspiracy?

Though, honestly... maybe it was for the best. The counters were clean, the stations in order, and the clock was ticking down to the first ticket.

"Lorenzo, I need the seasonal vegetables washed and cut into julienne strips. And double-check the mise en place for station four — it looked like a farmers' market yesterday," I said, eyes still on my notepad.

Lorenzo Vidal was my sous-chef. Can't say he was my first choice, but he proved himself capable — and that, to me, was what mattered. And he was here. In this small town everyone else ran from... the one I came back to.

Lorenzo nodded with that controlled smile of his. We weren't friends. But we worked well together. Boss and employee, like it should be. No blurred lines. No unnecessary trust.

"All done, Chef. I even added fresh herbs to the base sauce, like we discussed at the last meeting."

"Like we discussed." He loved reminding me. Loved seeming diligent, attentive, efficient.

It was past noon. The heat rose — and not just from the stove. First orders started coming in. Clara did her job well — precise, quiet, always on time.

The kitchen came to life, a rhythm of metal on wood, pans sizzling, fast-paced orders — a symphony that only made sense here.

For a moment, I almost forgot about the intern. Almost. Still no sign of them.

And the new waitress? Wasn't she supposed to be picking up plates by now? I didn't even know her name. Then again, if she'd arrived on time, maybe we'd have covered those basics.

That's when I heard the crash. Shattering glass. A stifled gasp. Then silence. The kind of silence that falls when everyone around knows something went very, very wrong.

I looked up. Lorenzo paused mid-task but didn't move.

Of course. Why get involved when you can watch from a safe distance?

"What was that?" I asked, already heading for the kitchen doors.

I pushed through the swing doors. Two steps. That's all it took to see the chaos.

Shards on the floor. A fallen glass. A customer with water in her lap. And in the middle of it all... the new waitress. Wide-eyed behind her glasses, gripping an empty tray like it could somehow fix everything.

Of course. Just what I needed today.

***
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Jordan POV

I swear it wasn't my fault. I tried. I really tried. Even if disaster had already been circling the room like a black cloud about to burst.

I was doing my job — diligently, I might add. Or being hazed, more like. Because technically, I was supposed to be in the kitchen... not out here, balancing drinks like some kind of circus act.

I took the orders, gave them to Clara, took a deep breath... and started serving drinks. Playing it safe, I carried as little as possible. Two glasses first. Then a bottle. Everything lined up neatly on the tray, balanced with the care of someone transporting live explosives.

But no.

Clara thought I was wasting time and shoved me out with a fully loaded tray. Glasses, bottles, ice — the whole liquid arsenal the table had ordered, teetering on the edge of disaster.

Miraculously, I made it to the table.

I leaned in carefully, ready to start distributing the drinks. And that's when the customer — impatient or maybe trying to be helpful — decided she could take the bottle off the tray herself.

Fatal error.

I felt the shift in weight, the tray wobble. I tried to compensate.

I failed.

Two glasses slid. One hit the floor directly. The second bounced off the edge of the table and ricocheted. The customer jumped, startled — and in doing so, tipped the water bottle over... onto herself.

I heard her "AAAH!" before the rest of the tray's contents hit the floor.

Crash. Splash. Chaos. Water. Shards. Soaked blouse. Horrified expression. Me, frozen. Empty tray in hand. Mouth slightly open. Feet glued to the floor.

Beautiful. Perfect. Epic first day.

I have no idea how long I stood there, staring at the wreck like a slow-motion car crash. Frozen. Guilty. Ready to evaporate.

Eventually, I moved.

"I'm sorry... I'm so, so sorry... I'm sorry..." I started muttering on loop as I bent down to pick up the glass shards. "Oh my God..."

I grabbed the tray and started placing the larger pieces on it, trying to ignore the eyes around me — or the unspoken judgement hanging in the air.

And then... I saw them. Shoes. Black. Perfectly polished. And I knew. Even before I looked up, I knew.

The Chef. Adam Black. Looking like he was about to turn my first day... into my last.

Without a word, he grabbed me by the arm — firm enough to make me stand, not hard enough to break anything — and shoved a broom and dustpan into my hands.

I stood there, staring at the tools like they were alien weapons. Oh. Right. The glass. For the glass.

For a moment, his stare short-circuited any intelligent thought I might've had. All I had left was panic mode. And the pounding of my heart like a samba drumline.

Before I even started sweeping, I heard his voice — low, irritated, grazing my ear like a whispered threat:

"When you're done... kitchen."

Chills. Crap. I was definitely getting fired.

...But at least I'd make it into the kitchen first. Small victory.

I watched him walk off toward the table, where he apologised to the customers on my behalf — in a tone so controlled it almost sounded professional. He even offered them lunch on the house.

I think the customers pitied me... or maybe it was the death glare he gave me. The customer — the same one who thought playing waitress was a good idea — even spoke up.

Said she'd just been trying to help, shouldn't have grabbed the bottle, and apologised... to him. Not to me. To him.

Of course. Obviously, he's the victim here.But did that help calm the beast?

Nope. Not even close. The look he shot me before heading back to the kitchen made that crystal clear.

Well... in for a penny, in for a pounding.

If I was getting fired, he was at least going to hear my piece. I came here to intern in the kitchen — the kitchen — not get hazed into waitress duty just because his staff didn't show up.

And if I was going out, I'd go out with noise.

I swept up the last of the shards, sighing, defeated.Okay... maybe louder than breaking dishes is hard to top — but hey, never say never.

All I wanted was a chance in the kitchen... not a one-way ticket to the Hall of Fame of Clumsiness.
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Chapter 4: First Aid
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Jordan POV

I stepped into the kitchen. Nervous. I knew I was about to be scolded. And still, I couldn’t stop that twist in my stomach — the kind that hits when you know you’re about to get chewed out... but you’re also living a dream. Contradictory? Totally. But also, very me.

After all, this was Chef Adam Black’s kitchen. This was where the magic happened. Where perfect dishes were born. Where the impossible turned into glossy sauce and edible foam. Or whatever it is they serve in Michelin-star restaurants.

I mean, I guess it’s amazing. I’ve never tasted any of it. Just drooled over Pinterest-worthy photos and tried to recreate a few of his online recipes — with... delicious but very me results.

Yes, I can cook. It’s the one place where I’m not a complete disaster. Well... mostly not.

My eyes swept over the kitchen like it was the first real one I’d ever seen. Everything gleamed. Stainless steel counters, pots stacked like trophies, knives lined up with military precision.

And in the middle of it all, two men working in perfect sync — quick, sharp, silent. Professionals.

For a moment — just a moment — I forgot why I was even there. The hiss of a pan brought me back.

Oh. Right. Shards. Fall. Soaked customer. Furious chef.

I swallowed hard.

Adam Black didn’t even look at me. But I knew he’d clocked my presence the second I walked in. Several tense minutes passed in silence before he simply nodded toward the far corner of the counter.

“There,” he said, with all the warmth of a slamming door.

He left the kitchen, went into the pantry, and returned with a box, which he shoved into my hands. I stared at it, confused — like he’d handed me a puzzle in Mandarin. Then I saw the symbol.

First aid kit.

Wait... am I injured?

“Go to the bathroom and take care of it. I don’t want you contaminating my kitchen.”

For a split second, I almost thought he was being... kind. Almost. But of course, that illusion was shattered by the tone — so sharp it made steel sound soft.

I went to the bathroom without a word and started looking for whatever injury I’d missed. To be honest, I hadn’t even noticed I was cut. I found a small gash on my hand. That was the reason for all the fuss?

I cleaned it with disinfectant, slapped on a bandage, and done. Mission accomplished.

But the second I stepped out of the bathroom, a hand grabbed my arm.

Adam.

He didn’t even give me time to ask what was wrong. He pulled me back inside with a quick, impatient motion. No words. Just that look — exasperated, sharp, almost homicidal.

“Can’t even do this properly?” he muttered through clenched teeth. I had no response. Honestly, I didn’t even know what he was talking about.

I followed his gaze. My leg.

Ah. Right. The blood.

It was trickling down my knee. Crap. How had I missed that?

When I looked back at him, I saw him shake his head in restrained frustration.

He nudged me gently at the waist, guiding me back until I was sitting on the counter. It was brisk, direct, but not aggressive. Professional. And still... way too close.

I couldn’t help the shiver.

As he opened the first aid kit, I was trying to figure out if this was even real. Chef Adam Black, standing right in front of me, about to treat a cut on my knee. With those big, cold hands... surprisingly gentle.

Sitting there, with my skirt naturally riding up just above my knee, the wound was fully visible. He leaned in slightly to inspect it — focused, clinical. The touch was brief — just enough to clean it properly — but it was enough to make my stomach do a full somersault.

Now that I really looked, it did sting. Must’ve happened when I knelt to clean up the glass. Of course it did.

“Aren’t you supposed to have experience waiting tables?” he asked, not even looking at me.

And poof — just like that, the moment vanished.

“No,” I replied, my voice slightly higher than usual. “I came here to intern in the kitchen. I wasn’t expecting to be... hazed into waitressing.”

“Hazed?” he repeated, now looking straight at me. Serious. Intense. Brow slightly furrowed. I swallowed. Too direct?

“Jordan,” he said. I couldn’t tell if it was a question, a confirmation of my name, or the start of a scolding. I nodded, like I was answering a question anyway.

“I’m sorry about the incident. But I honestly have no experience with front-of-house service and—”

“I don’t like apologies,” he cut in, flat. “And I don’t tolerate mistakes.”

Then, as if only now realizing how close we were — squeezed together in a bathroom — he stepped back. Ran a hand through his hair with a quick, almost nervous gesture.

Uncomfortable? I certainly was.

“Start in the kitchen. Lorenzo will show you around.”

***
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Adam POV

Shit.

Jordan Parker.

The intern was... a woman.

A female intern.

I thought it was a guy. The name could go either way, right? But she didn’t introduce herself. Just let me make a complete idiot of myself by bossing her around like a waitress. Why? Because she tripped. Because she tore my shirt. Because she “arrived late.”

No — dammit, she was early.

Whatever.

She said she thought it was hazing. And, for some reason, that made me smirk as I walked back to the kitchen. Let her think what she wanted — I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit the name mix-up. I’d already looked ridiculous enough.

I returned to the kitchen. I’d brief Lorenzo, check on Clara’s service, and if necessary, wait tables myself. Wouldn’t be the first time. That’s how I started.

I heard her footsteps behind me. Light, hesitant. My thoughts shifted back to her. Again.

Damn it.

I just hope she doesn’t wreck my kitchen. She seems naturally drawn to chaos. I let the dining room disaster slide, but in my kitchen?

No room for error.

***
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“What’s she doing here?” I asked Clara, seeing Melissa glide between tables like she was born with a tray in her hand. Balanced everything perfectly, weaved through guests like it was nothing. Efficient. Too efficient.

“Helping,” Clara replied without even looking at me.

“I don’t want her here,” I stated. “She’s too young.”

“But you accepted Jordan,” she countered, in that restrained, clinical tone of hers. The kind that never came with emotion — only logic.

I thought of Jordan. Her résumé. When I first saw her, I assumed she was the new waitress. She looked so... unprepared. And so young. But no. She was twenty-eight. The kitchen intern. Just looked younger — probably the glasses, and that lost-in-adulthood expression she carried around.

“She’s older. Twenty-eight,” I corrected, flat. “And she’s not front-of-house. She’s a kitchen intern.”

“Oh.” Clara said, raising one brow slightly.

Of course. “Oh.” So typical of her. She glanced toward Melissa, who was already clearing another tray like a pro.

“Fine... hire Melissa,” she told me. “She might be twenty, but she’s better than most.”

And she was. Clara was right — Melissa Kane worked well. Quick, sharp, carried herself well. But she was young. And not just in age. She had that spark in her eyes — the kind that pushes boundaries. I didn’t need that kind of risk in my kitchen.

Still, she was here. She already knew the space. And Clara never made suggestions lightly. I’d take advantage.

I returned to the kitchen. I didn’t trust the intern. Had no idea if she’d last — honestly, I doubted it — but I was almost certain she’d cause chaos. I still didn’t get how she won the contest.

Okay. Waiting tables clearly wasn’t her thing. Maybe she’d do better in the kitchen. Maybe.

I sighed.
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Chapter 5: In the Kitchen
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Jordan POV

When I returned to the kitchen, Lorenzo — the one Chef said would show me around — greeted me with a smile. One of those smiles. The kind that should come with a warning: may cause weak knees.

He was handsome. But not in that intimidating, sharp-suited way the Chef was. His was the approachable kind of handsome. Light brown eyes, ridiculous eyelashes, easygoing vibe. The sleeves of his uniform were rolled up to the elbows, revealing strong, toned arms.

I swallowed hard.

“You’re the intern?” he asked, raising an eyebrow in surprise.

“Yeah. Jordan Parker.” I tried to sound confident.

“Lorenzo Vidal. I’ll admit, I thought you were going to be a guy.”

Oh, of course. Again. I smiled, slightly embarrassed. “Not the first time, unfortunately. Perks of having a unisex name...”

(In university, I spent two weeks in the men’s dorm before anyone sorted out the mistake. That was... an adventure.)

“I’m glad you’re not,” he said with a wink.

Oh! And I blinked... with both eyes. At the same time. What did he mean by that? That it was better to have a woman in the mix instead of three testosterone-fuelled men in one kitchen? Or... was he flirting? I’m absolutely terrible at spotting flirting.

“You’ll start here.” He pointed to the pre-washed vegetables. “Thin slices. You know how?”

“Yes, of course,” I answered, nearly relieved. Like someone had handed me back solid ground.

As soon as I picked up the knife and started slicing, a wave of calm settled over me. Finally. I was in my element. No trays to balance. Just cutting. Cooking. That... I could do.

I hadn’t been fired yet. That was a good sign, right? And I was in the kitchen. Finally, where I was supposed to be.

“Keep going.”

The voice came out of nowhere. Right next to me.

I jumped. Dropped the knife. And cursed. Loudly. The kind of curse my dad would’ve made me rinse my mouth out with soap for.

I immediately felt both men turn their eyes on me. Does this man wear slippers? How do I never hear him coming?

I’d been so focused on chopping the vegetables — so zen in my “finally not ruining anything” moment — that I didn’t even notice him walk in.

Adam Black stood there. Still. Watching. Like a silent judge on a cooking show... about to slam the red buzzer.

“I don’t like that word in my kitchen.”

“And I don’t like being scared out of my skin,” I muttered, annoyed. Yes, I’ve got a bit of a temper too — especially when someone catches me off guard with that judging stare and dictator-in-an-apron tone.

He didn’t answer right away. Just raised one eyebrow slightly, as if debating whether I was worth wasting words on.

“Pick up the knife. And do better.”

That was it. Then he turned and walked away like the whole exchange never happened.

Jerk.

And suddenly... everything changed.

Orders started flying. Instructions shot across the kitchen like bullets. Lorenzo responded with a kind of choreographed grace — smooth, fast, almost elegant.

And me? I tried to keep up.

Problem was... I had no idea where anything was.

The Chef shook his head every time I hesitated, visibly annoyed, and ended up pointing — silently — to whatever he wanted.

I’d been dropped right into the middle of this stainless-steel jungle with no map and a “do better” as my compass.

I did the best I could. I tried to help wherever I was asked. I knew I wasn’t as smooth or quick as the two of them. But — even though my uniform was splattered with half a dozen sauces and my nervous energy was practically glowing — I didn’t ruin a single plate. Not one.

I was quietly celebrating that little win... when my stomach decided to remind me it existed. Loudly.

It growled. Like, full lion roar.

But even with the last plates served... did the idiot Chef let us eat? Of course not.

Lorenzo went to lunch.

I stayed. Got a lecture.

And a forced kitchen tour, with rushed, impatient explanations of where everything was.

––––––––
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Adam POV

The restaurant was quiet.

The customers had left, the staff had finished cleaning and gone. I stayed. Like always. Going over the service in my head. Preparing for tomorrow. Trying — and failing — to shut off.

The day had been more exhausting than it should’ve been.

The mess with the waitress... It’s harder and harder to find someone competent and reliable. I’ll have to accept Melissa. That wasn’t the plan — she’s too young. But I have to admit: she’s got talent. Learns fast, moves instinctively, gets things done. And despite her age, I know I can count on her.

I’ve known her since she was a kid. I know her parents. There are ties. Maybe that’s why it’s hard to have her under my responsibility. But I don’t have much choice. We’ll see how it goes.

The real problem, though... is the intern.

Jordan Parker.

I thought she was a man. The résumé came without a photo — a basic error that could’ve been easily fixed. If she had, the mix-up wouldn’t have happened. But of course, no. She just showed up, tripped over me, tore my shirt — hidden beneath the apron — and marched straight into chaos like it was the most normal thing in the world.

And I thought I was giving orders to the new waitress.

Yes, she was “late.” Or not. Damn it — she was early. And honestly, that might be even more irritating. I hate mistakes. Especially my own.

“Hazed.” Just thinking of it still makes me laugh. And I don’t laugh easily.

But let her think what she wants. I’m not about to admit the confusion was mine. The mistake started with her.

Now... the rest.

She’s a disaster. In every sense.

During dinner service, to be fair, she improved. Fewer stumbles, more focus. But she still moves with the energy of a badly steered hurricane. Knocked over pans, utensils. Nearly spilled an entire bottle of olive oil. Her uniform looked like it had been through a war zone by the end of the shift.

I’ve never seen anything like it.

At least I didn’t have to play nurse again. That earlier moment — it was instinct, nothing more. I felt like I was helping my niece. Well... not exactly.

There was a moment when she didn’t look like a clumsy kid, but a woman. A woman... and for a second, my body reacted before my brain did.

No. Not going there.

I sighed. Not a woman. A walking catastrophe. With honey-brown eyes, hidden behind those glasses.

But I’ll admit — reluctantly — I was almost impressed: she didn’t ruin a single dish. Not one.

Granted, I didn’t trust her with sauces or cooking — Lorenzo and I handled that. I haven’t completely lost my mind.

She started with vegetable prep. Honestly, I expected half of it to end up on the floor. Incredibly, it didn’t. In fact, whenever food was on the plate, it never hit the floor. But if it was an empty pan or a forgotten spoon on the counter... down it went.

She did dishes. Handled a few other tasks — nothing that involved actual cooking. Then I let her help plate.

I had to correct the first few. But the next ones? Not bad. Almost... solid.

Still... I don’t trust her.

Every time she moves too fast, I brace myself for the sound of something breaking. And most of the time... I hear it.

It’s frustrating. It’s irritating. It’s a liability.

She won’t last long. Either she gives up... or she makes a mistake I can’t ignore.

“You can’t fire her.” Mateus’s voice echoed again in my head. Of course. The stupid contest. I have to keep her. One month minimum. And film a promo video with her, no less.

Brilliant. His idea, as always. Maybe I can push her to quit.

But fine. He’s the investor. He handles the admin, the brand, the things I don’t want to think about. And in this business, I know... whoever funds it, runs it. Everything he’s good at is everything I avoid.

I used to have my own luxury restaurant. In the capital. At the top. It shined from day one. I’m a known chef. In demand. Now I’m far from the spotlight. But once... I shone brighter than most.

I have to admit: even here, in this town, reopening my restaurant brought back a bit of that glow. Dimmer, quieter. But still there.

I say I don’t care. I lie.

A year open. Already one Michelin star. In a small town, two hours from the capital — can I really complain?

Damn right I can. Because I had more once.

But I also know the price of “more.” And I’m not willing to pay it again.
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Chapter 6: A Gift in My Shoe
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Jordan POV

I’m used to small towns like this. Actually, Rosehill feels big compared to mine. And I’m no stranger to the chaos of lunch and dinner rush in a restaurant — I worked in one after I finished school.

But I wasn’t ready for the pressure... or for Chef Black’s permanent bad mood.

What a jerk. A genius in the kitchen. But an ogre when it comes to basic human kindness.

I got to taste a few of the sauces while plating. Divine. The kind of flavours that make you question whether you’ve ever truly cooked before.

And his sous-chef... Lorenzo? An actual snack. With that easy smile that turned my ears bright red. Not helpful. At all.

I walked back to my tiny rented house. The landlord had left the key where agreed — I hadn’t even met him yet; I arrived late last night. Tonight wouldn’t be much earlier. But this morning, I did meet the dog. Big. Really big. Thankfully, tied up.

I admit: I’m scared of barking dogs. Worse if they’re big — if they’re small, it’s just more humiliating. Don’t judge me. I like animals. I think dogs are cute... as long as they’re quiet.

Barking? Full panic.

I can’t explain it. Maybe childhood trauma? Who knows.

The landlord lives downstairs. I’m on the upper floor. The apartment is small, but cozy. It has everything I need to survive the internship months. Three, if I can manage not to get fired before that.

I think Chef can’t fire me in the first month — something to do with marketing or image or whatever. I have the contract, but I didn’t really read it. I was just interested in the part about training with him. The rest? Bureaucracy. But he doesn’t seem like someone who’d let legal technicalities stop him. Doesn’t matter. I’m going to make the most of it. Learn everything the Ogre Black is willing to teach me.

And then I’ll go chase my own success. I don’t expect to be like her. I’m not jealous... Shit. I am. Because what she did wasn’t fair. But I let it happen. So I can’t complain.

Anyway. I need my bed now. I’m exhausted.

Before opening the gate, I looked around. Dog in sight? No. I opened it slowly... and the moment I stepped through, I felt my foot land on something soft. Shit. Literally.

"Fuck."

And it wasn’t just a gentle squish. No. I stomped it. Like only someone completely distracted could. The smell confirmed it. A lovely canine welcome gift. How thoughtful.

I stepped in, trying not to spread any more of it, and closed the gate behind me. I was still debating what to do to avoid leaving poop prints everywhere when my phone rang.

In the silence of the night, it was deafening. Great. I tried to dig it out of my purse — to answer or just silence it — and that’s when I heard the dog barking. I panicked. The dog was inside the house, but it sounded like it could burst through the door any second.

I jumped back. Worse — I dropped my damn purse. And my phone. On the ground. You can guess what happened next.

I almost wished I’d stepped in it again — instead of my phone landing in it.

I picked it up carefully, disgusted. Then grabbed my bag and headed in, fuming. I didn’t even hesitate as I walked up the stairs: I left footprints. Yes. On purpose. My little revenge for the landlord not picking up his dog’s gift.

I kicked off my shoes at the bottom of the stairs and headed up barefoot. Muttering. Exhausted. In desperate need of a shower, food, and a full system reset. Or, honestly, just a shower and a coma would do.

The missed call? My dad.

I wiped down the phone as best I could — still imagining all the bacteria in its crevices — and called him back on speaker, like just touching it might still contaminate me.

"Hi, Dad."

"You survived?" he said instantly, laughing. I rolled my eyes — even though he couldn’t see — and grumbled into the phone.

"That bad, huh?"

"It went well." Lie. He wouldn’t believe it, but whatever. At least I hadn’t been fired — yet. That was something.

"Just had a run-in with a little gift left by the landlord’s dog."

"Your landlord has a dog?" His tone immediately shifted to that mix of pity and concern only a father can pull off. But then, as the story clicked into place, he burst out laughing. "Wait... you stepped in it... you actually—"

"Yes. That’s right." I pinched the bridge of my nose and shut my eyes. To anyone else, this might be hilarious — but I wasn’t there yet.

“Well, sweetheart, at least work went well,” he said, still half-laughing.

“Yeah, at least that.” I rolled my eyes, reliving my entire first day. “I’ll call you tomorrow, Dad. I really need to sleep.”

“Sure, honey. I’ve missed you — things have been way too quiet around here.” This time, I actually laughed. Of course... without me around, his world must seem abnormally calm.

I hung up after promising to call the next day. Probably after cleaning my phone... ten more times. And maybe performing an exorcism. I... probably need that more than the phone does. But in my experience, it’d be a waste of money.

***
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The alarm rang. I ignored it. Rang again. Still ignored it. I was so drained from the trip and the first day that I let myself stay in bed just a little longer.

Mistake.

When the phone buzzed again, it was the “get up or you’re screwed” alarm.

I ran to the sink, splashed cold water on my face, tied my hair into a messy bun, and threw on something simple and comfy. My kitchen uniform would be waiting at the restaurant — and yes, I brought yesterday’s one home to wash. No clue how I’ll get half those stains out, but I’m putting my faith in the machine... or a miracle.

That’s when I remembered. The shoes. Shit.

I’d left them by the stairs last night after the... disgusting incident. They were still dirty. Should’ve washed them right away. I completely forgot.

I ran downstairs to grab them and give them a quick clean before heading out. Yesterday I was early — today I was definitely going to be late. Brilliant.

And the shoes... were gone.

Why? Where were my shoes?

For a second, I thought: maybe the landlord had taken them to clean.

Sweet, foolish hope.

Wrong.

That’s when I saw him. The dog. Lying in the corner of the yard, something between his paws, happily chewing away...

I approached slowly. Cautiously.

Yep. One of my shoes. Or what was left of it — slobbery, half-shredded, a crime against footwear. The other was tossed a few feet away, probably the one that had been “blessed” last night. Even the dog wouldn’t touch it.

Trying to take them back? Not an option. Not with that beast. Battle lost. They weren’t even worth saving.

I sighed, let my arms fall limp, and went back upstairs.

Frantic, I opened my suitcase — still unpacked, of course. I’m not one of those people who arrive and immediately unpack with military precision. Now... I kind of wish I was.

I tore through clothes, bags, pockets. Where were my other shoes?

Oh. Wait. No... it can’t be. I remembered taking things out to rearrange the suitcase so everything would fit. Did I leave the shoes behind?

Of course. Brilliant.

Only option? Flip-flops.

I stared at them. They stared back. And in the end... I lost. It’s not like I had a choice. I put them on, grabbed my bag, and left, hoping to find a shop along the way where I could buy some actual shoes.

Preferably before running into Chef Black.

What would he think if he saw me show up in flip-flops?

(Nothing good. Probably “unacceptable” would be the kindest word out of his mouth.)
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Chapter 7: Flip-Flops in the Kitchen
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Jordan POV

I arrived at the restaurant practically running, heart pounding and flip-flops slapping loudly against the pavement. I was already thirty minutes late for my scheduled time with Chef Adam and, to make it worse, I hadn’t found a single store open on the way.

I mentally begged that, by some miracle, he wouldn’t notice what I had on my feet. I entered through the side door, which led directly to the kitchen after a short hallway. The moment I stepped inside, Chef Black’s eyes locked onto mine and, in a sharp tone, he said:

"You’re late."

"Sorry, I..." I opened my mouth to explain. But his glare stopped me cold. I could practically see the words "I hate excuses" blazing in his eyes. For a second, I almost forgot what had happened that morning. Almost forgot what was on my feet.

His eyes dropped. I swallowed hard. I wanted to disappear. But it was like I had a neon sign stuck to my forehead. His gaze hit my flip-flops, and his brow lifted in total disbelief:

"You’ve got to be kidding me..." he muttered. I forced a nervous smile, wringing my hands.

"I’m sorry, Chef, I can explain..." I started, trying to find the right words, but he cut me off with a resigned sigh.

"You planning on handling knives in my kitchen wearing flip-flops?" he snapped, not even giving me the chance to explain what had happened. His glare was so intimidating I stood frozen, not knowing what to say. At this point, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to explain. Maybe it was better if he thought I woke up and said, “You know what would be a great idea? Working in flip-flops today!”

"Go to the shoe store down the street and buy proper shoes. Then come back. And please, no more surprises."

"It wasn’t open yet," I replied automatically. He looked at me for a second, almost as if he was about to ask what had happened... but no.

"Go over the cabinets and memorize where everything is. I don’t want any confusion during service. And put those away," he pointed to the bags on the counter. "Then go buy some shoes."

Without another word, he turned and walked out of the kitchen, heading to his office.

I stood there for a few seconds, just absorbing it. Watching the door swing back and forth. My heart was doing the same inside my chest — part relieved, part terrified that today might already be my last.

I sighed.

I walked over to the bags and started unpacking: boxes, vegetables, bottles — putting everything in its place, trying to be as meticulous as possible. I went over the shelves, the jars, the spice rack, the sauce section. I had memorized most of it from last night’s dinner service, but I double-checked. I couldn’t afford to mess up today. The kitchen was where I usually did better. Usually.

In the distance, I could hear his voice — probably on the phone. Arrogant, annoyed, the usual. He’d probably left the office door open on purpose, waiting to hear me drop something. I didn’t drop a thing. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of his presence hovering, like he was right behind me.

His presence was overwhelming, unnerving. Infuriating. Why did my culinary idol have to be such a social ogre?

I took a deep breath and kept going. I was going to prove I could do this. I know I have talent. He just needs to give me time to prove I’m not a total disaster — at least not entirely.

As soon as I finished putting everything away, I rushed to the shoe store I’d spotted earlier. I bought a simple pair of sneakers. I didn’t have socks with me — forgot to pack them — and I didn’t want to waste more time looking. So I picked the sneakers — closed-toe, unlike flats, and the best choice for going sockless. I just hoped they were as comfy as they looked and wouldn’t destroy my feet.

I returned to the restaurant. Chef Adam and Sous-Chef Lorenzo were already there, prepping for lunch service. I followed every instruction to the letter, focused enough to avoid any further disasters today.

And I didn’t even dare to ask what else could go wrong today. Because with my luck, the universe might just answer — and I really wouldn’t like it.

***
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Adam POV

"You’re late." I snapped the second I saw her enter the kitchen. Thirty minutes late. After yesterday, when I explicitly said I hate delays?

I heard the noise before I saw her. That annoying slap-slap of cheap rubber soles. Fantastic. She was irritating. As if the day didn’t already come with enough headaches.

"Sorry, I..." she started, but didn’t get far. Her eyes locked on mine. I hate excuses. I dropped my gaze, scanning her. She was dressed comfortably. My eyes paused at points they shouldn’t have. I cursed silently and looked lower — and almost wished I hadn’t.

"You’ve got to be kidding me..." I muttered.

Seriously. Flip-flops. Flip-flops. In my kitchen. I raised an eyebrow, stunned. My brain almost refused to process what I was seeing.

She wrung her hands, clearly nervous. Tried a smile. Ridiculous.

"Sorry, Chef, I can explain..."

"You planning to handle knives in my kitchen wearing flip-flops?" I cut her off. Sharp. She looked uncomfortable, anxious. What the hell was going through her head, showing up like that? And not even those ugly kitchen clogs — actual flip-flops. As if she didn’t spend half her time knocking things over. I could already picture her slicing herself open. Maybe I should buy her steel-toe boots. Or a full riot suit.

"Go to the shoe store down the street and get proper shoes. Then come back. And please... no more surprises."

"It wasn’t open yet," she said immediately, almost like she needed me to know this wasn’t her choice. I stared at her for a moment. Thought about asking what had happened. Couldn’t even imagine. I didn’t remember her shoes from yesterday, but I was sure they weren’t flip-flops.

I rolled my eyes internally. No. I wasn’t going to ask. Not after I’d already shut down every attempt she’d made to explain. Doesn’t matter now. We’ve got work to do.

"Go over the cabinets and memorize where everything is. I don’t want more mistakes during service. And put those away," I pointed to the bags on the counter. "Then go buy shoes."

I didn’t wait for a response. Turned and walked to my office. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her standing there, frozen, staring at the door swinging behind me.

I hope she memorizes everything.

She frustrates me. Irritates me. Chaos seems to follow her like a personal cloud. She’s going to destroy my kitchen. Well... whether Mateus likes it or not, I’m giving her one week. I can’t teach talent — and I’m not about to let her ruin my restaurant.

One week. I’m sure she’ll give me more than enough reasons to convince Mateus she doesn’t belong here. In just two days, I already have plenty to go on.

And I don’t even want to imagine what she might do next.

Shit. I really don’t.
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Chapter 8: Ridiculous, I Know
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Jordan POV

The kitchen was almost silent, apart from the rhythmic sound of knives on cutting boards, the lazy bubbling of stocks, and the soft creak of fridge doors opening and closing. A strange kind of symphony — but oddly calming. Maybe because, unlike the rest of my life, everything here had its proper place. Even the steam seemed to rise at the perfect angle.

The three of us were prepping for lunch service. I desperately needed this moment of calm after the chaos of my morning. I still wanted to curl up and disappear just thinking about the flip-flop incident. Not that it was my fault. The real culprit had four legs, a tail, and a talent for choosing my shoes as chew toys. Not to mention the welcome gift I’d stepped on the day before.

Chef Adam wasn’t saying much — just barking out short commands in that cold, precise tone that made me want to nail everything on the first try, just to avoid the death glare. Lorenzo, on the other hand... well, he was a different story. He was approachable, almost playful. He’d stop by now and then to check my work, offer tips, and flash those smiles that made me go a little dizzy. The rolled-up sleeves didn’t help. Neither did the way he leaned in when he spoke, like we were sharing a little kitchen secret.

“Perfect,” he said after inspecting my vegetable cuts. “Right on point.”

I smiled back, couldn’t help it. A big, proud smile. The kind of goofy grin a teenager gives their crush. Yep. Crush, Jordan. Congratulations. I almost wanted to bat my eyelashes like a cartoon. Ridiculous, I know.

Chef Adam’s impatient grunt snapped me back to reality like a slap. The smile died instantly. I nearly apologized just for existing.

“Service starts in ten minutes.” His voice echoed off the walls, deep and firm, and I nodded so fast I nearly lost balance. I glanced at the clock on the wall. Time seemed to be mocking me, racing ahead just to make me more nervous.

I took a deep breath and started mentally reviewing the menu. I was on plating duty. I knew it was because Chef didn’t trust me with actual cooking yet, but fine. This was my chance — that final touch on each dish was where I could prove I wasn’t all clumsiness.

That’s when Lorenzo stood right in front of me and snapped his fingers — exaggerated enough to make me jump.

“We’re fully booked today,” he said with a half-smile. His eyes sparkled, almost excited. “Big group reservation. Ready?”

Ready. If he had any idea of the chaos happening inside me, he wouldn’t ask that with such confidence. Still, I nodded, slightly dazed by his easy charm. Between the ogre Chef and golden-boy Lorenzo, it was pretty clear who made the kitchen bearable. And who made my stomach do flips that had nothing to do with hunger.

***
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By the end of lunch service, I felt like I’d run a marathon. My legs were jelly, my arms weighed like sacks of potatoes, and my feet — dear God. My feet were sweating inside sockless sneakers, in that sticky discomfort that could only mean one thing: blisters. Especially in that evil little spot just above the heel. I could already feel it pulsing.

We all sat down to eat — Chef Adam, Clara, Lorenzo, Melissa, and me. One of those rare moments when the restaurant actually exhaled. Well... sort of quiet. Melissa practically did a one-woman show the entire time. She spoke with the breeziness of someone still in their twenties, cracking jokes, telling stories I sometimes couldn’t even follow. But I liked her. She brought fresh air to this overly serious bunch. Loud, fearless, completely unfiltered... which, honestly, made me a little envious. I wished I could be that bold.

Chef Adam sat a bit farther away, next to Clara, eating with the same focus he worked with. I was between Lorenzo and Melissa. When Lorenzo helped serve my plate — casually but still kind — I blushed. Ridiculous.

“I saw you come in wearing flip-flops,” Melissa blurted, no mercy whatsoever. I nearly choked. Lorenzo even patted my back gently to help, but it didn’t save me from the humiliation.

“Didn’t seem like your style to show up to work in flip-flops. What happened?” she asked, and somehow, the way she said it almost sounded like a compliment. I sighed. I really wanted that whole thing to die.

“Yeah... I had a bit of a shoe issue. Long story.” I gave a tight smile, silently begging her not to push. Spoiler: she pushed.

“Please tell us,” she pleaded, eyes sparkling with mischief.

And there I was. Sitting between the hottest sous-chef I’d ever seen and the boldest server on the planet, wondering how I was supposed to confess that I’d stepped on a dog turd, left my shoes outside, which gave the dog the perfect chance to eat them, didn’t pack backup shoes, and therefore paraded into a Michelin-star restaurant... in flip-flops.

I sighed. No way out. Melissa looked at me like she was expecting the highlight of her day. Lorenzo wore a curious smile, leaning slightly toward me like he was already enjoying the embarrassment. Clara watched quietly — that unreadable, borderline amused expression that made me unsure if she was judging me or just mentally filing away another entry in my “disaster” record.

And Chef Adam... well, he seemed focused on his food, but I was pretty sure he was listening to every word. Which made everything even more mortifying.

“Okay. But no laughing... too much.”

They exchanged a look that did not inspire confidence. I told the story as quickly as I could, trimming the details to spare myself further humiliation. Midway through, Melissa had to cover her mouth to stop from laughing, and by the end, everyone was cracking up.

I think I saw a smile on Chef Adam’s face out of the corner of my eye. But I didn’t dare check right away. I kept smiling, a bit sheepishly, and only after a moment did I glance up. He was serious again, eyes on his plate, shaking his head slightly. Disapproval? Amusement? Regret for letting me in his kitchen? Probably a bit of everything.

Melissa leaned back in her chair, still catching her breath, and Lorenzo casually draped his arm over the back of mine — a relaxed move, but it made my heart stutter.

When lunch was over, we all got up to clean. I still had a few hours to rest before dinner service, which sounded like paradise. But as soon as I started walking, I felt my heel protest. Somehow, the pain was worse now that I’d sat down. It made me limp slightly, but I tried to hide it while helping tidy up.

Of course, Lorenzo noticed immediately.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, leaning in with a slight frown. “You’re limping.”

“It’s nothing...” I tried to brush it off, but the way he looked at me — one brow raised, half amused, half concerned — made it impossible to lie.

“Jordan.”

I sighed. “Blisters. I’m wearing sneakers without socks.”

He let out a quiet laugh and shook his head, then stepped even closer. “Let me see.”

“What? Now? Here?”

He glanced around, then motioned for me to wait and went to grab the first aid kit. He came back with a chair and gestured for me to sit.

“We’ll put a bandage on it — it’ll help,” he said, already opening the box. I smiled, grateful but nervous. I took off my sneaker and we both stared at the blister — which was starting to look impressively gross.

“That’s a masterpiece,” he said lightly. Then he picked up the bandage and ointment, kneeling in front of me like it was the most natural thing in the world.

My heart spiked. I immediately pulled my foot back, embarrassed.

“No. Thanks. I’ll do it.” There was no way I was letting this gorgeous man get near my sweaty foot. No. Way. That would kill whatever microscopic amount of charm I had left.

“I don’t mind,” he said, amused, flashing that half-smile like he found my resistance cute.

I just gave him a small smile and, before he could insist again, gently took the bandage and ointment from his hands.

Nope. Having a hot sous-chef care for me was tempting... but my sweaty foot was not romantic. If it had been something else — I don’t know, like when Chef Adam patched up my knee. Not that that was romantic. Of course not.

But still. Just thinking about it gave me butterflies.

Ugh. What was I even thinking right now?
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Chapter 9: Ready?
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Adam POV

"What is it?" I heard my sous-chef ask the intern. Lorenzo’s been paying her way too much attention. I don’t allow flings in my kitchen. I don’t have the patience for the drama that comes with those little workplace romances. Lorenzo knows that. So why the smiles? The hovering? As if her walking chaos wasn’t enough, now I had Lorenzo orbiting around her too.

"You’re limping."

I looked over the moment I heard that.

"It’s nothing..." she said, wiping down the counter with badly disguised nerves. But Lorenzo insisted, saying her name in that tone that demanded honesty.

"Blisters. I’m wearing sneakers without socks."

Of course. Another issue. What goes on in this woman’s head? It’s not just bad luck or clumsiness — she clearly doesn’t think about consequences. Why didn’t she buy socks? Ask someone? Go home to get them if she knew she’d be rubbing her feet raw?

Well... at least lunch service had gone relatively okay. She knew where things were now. Didn’t look like a headless chicken all the time. And she’d dropped fewer things. But whenever I barked a command too loud and she had something in her hands, it either hit the floor or got spilled across the counter.

“Let me see.”

“What? Now? Here?”

I shook my head and walked out of the kitchen. I didn’t have the patience for this. I could already feel a headache forming — probably a premonition of whatever disaster Parker was about to cause next.

Upstairs in my office, I opened the hidden door that led to the apartment above. I went straight to the bedroom, opened the drawer. Stared at the socks. What the hell was I doing?

I closed the drawer. Then opened it again. Grabbed the socks. Looked at them. Ready to put them back. But before I knew it, I was already heading back down with them in my hand.

She was sitting in a chair, applying ointment and a bandage. Lorenzo was already putting everything away.

I placed the socks in front of her. She looked up at me, surprised. I mumbled something I didn’t even understand myself, but it was enough for her to take them.

"Thank you, Chef Adam. I’ll return them later."

"No need. Burn them if you want."

"I don’t smell that bad," she replied — almost like a challenge. No. She definitely didn’t smell bad.

I looked at her. Not sure who was more surprised by her words — her or me. I knew I was being an ass. Arrogant. But her crooked smile and that slightly offended look had disarmed me for a moment.

Shit.

"I’ll return them clean, obviously."

"No need," I repeated, almost a growl. "I’ve got more socks. Just like I’ve got more shirts."

Her face turned bright red — remembering yesterday, clearly, when she tore my shirt. So it’s not just Lorenzo who makes her blush, I thought. I found myself wondering what part of my wardrobe she’d ruin next. I shook my head, irritated, trying to chase away the ridiculous thought.

I watched her pull on the socks slowly, almost resigned.

"Let’s go," I said once she finished.

"Where?" she asked automatically, brow furrowed.

"I’ll drive you home. I need to do some shopping for tonight’s service."

***
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Jordan POV

I still don’t fully understand how I ended up there, inside Chef Adam’s car. His scent seemed even stronger in that small space. The tension? Don’t even ask. And his intimidating aura? It had mass.

He was attractive. One of those men with features carved a little too perfectly for the sanity of women nearby. Not a classic, approachable kind of handsome like Lorenzo. No — his was different. Striking, almost sinful. Wrapped in arrogance, exasperation... irritation.

I found myself watching him more than I should. I fiddled with my hands, uncomfortable, trying to gather the courage to say what had been buzzing in my head. I wanted to ask something. A favor. But how do you start a conversation with a social ogre who grunts more than he speaks and clearly resents having you in his car?

"What is it?" he asked suddenly, like he’d read my mind.

I almost said “nothing.” But this was a chance I couldn’t waste. I swallowed his grumpiness. Swallowed my pride.

"I need to go shopping too. Can we... can we go together? I mean, I’ll help with the restaurant stuff while I grab my own and then you can drop me off, if you don’t mind. It’s just... I haven’t been able to do any grocery shopping since I arrived and my fridge is completely empty."

I said it all in one breath, terrified he’d cut me off midway. I felt his gaze on me for a second — just a second, but enough to make my heart race. Then he turned his eyes back to the road without saying a word.

He didn’t say anything. But instead of heading toward my place — which I’d already given him directions for — he turned toward the grocery store.

My apartment wasn’t far from the restaurant, but with that blister on my foot, the walk would’ve been painful. I probably would’ve ended up back in flip-flops halfway there. The thought made me smile.

Oh, and not having to carry heavy bags of groceries was a celebration-worthy miracle. I couldn’t help smiling — which, let’s be honest, clashed hard with the grumpy thundercloud driving next to me.

***
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Something weird was definitely happening. Shopping with Chef Adam actually went fine, despite the painfully awkward silence. But I noticed something odd: he didn’t buy much. Barely anything for tonight’s service — and a few things I was sure we still had in the stockroom.

But here’s the kicker: he helped carry my groceries up to my apartment. And since it was almost time to head back to the restaurant, he even waited while I put everything away and then drove me back.

This had to be some kind of omen. Something bad was coming. Right?

I offered him a coffee — fresh from the store — and some biscuits I’d brought from home. Homemade. He accepted the coffee but passed on the biscuits. I set them in front of him anyway, just in case.

I left him in the tiny living room of my rented apartment and went into the kitchen to quickly put away the essentials. The rest I’d handle later. It was almost an open-plan — just a half wall separating the kitchen from the living room. A few steps away was the bathroom, and at the end of the hall, my bedroom.

"You don’t have much stuff," he commented suddenly.

"Just brought one suitcase," I replied, a little self-conscious. No clutter. And clearly, I’d left important things behind... like backup shoes. I was supposed to buy more if I stayed longer — or ask my dad to send the rest. But I didn’t say any of that aloud.

"I didn’t see the dog."

I froze, halfway through putting eggs in the fridge, and glanced over my shoulder.

What did he mean by that? Was he suggesting I made the whole thing up?

"He exists. I didn’t make it up." I defended myself immediately. Maybe too fast.

I heard him laugh. I swear I blinked, stunned, staring at him. And some part of my brain just... shut down.

"I know," he said, still smiling slightly. "No one in their right mind would make up that excuse to wear flip-flops to my restaurant."

I couldn’t say a thing. My brain was still stuck on his laugh. That smile.

"Ready?"

No. I was definitely not ready for that.
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Chapter 10: Rules
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Adam POV

Against all odds, she hasn't given me a new reason to fire her.

Two weeks have passed since that chaotic first encounter — the torn shirt, the flip-flops, the absurd dog stories. Two weeks. And, surprisingly, she hasn't destroyed my kitchen.

She’s still a mini tornado. But I’ve realized something: as long as I don’t shout near her and keep my tone firm and authoritative — but not explosive — nothing falls. Literally. Nothing flies out of her hands, no utensils hit the floor, no sauces splash across the counter. It's almost pathetic how much the environment depends on how I speak to her.

I don't think she's used to cooking with other people. When she focuses too hard, she seems to lose all awareness of her surroundings. Doesn’t even hear me coming. Gets startled, and there goes whatever she’s holding. And it's not just with me — not even Lorenzo can sneak up on her without setting off some kind of reaction, though their giggles still continue.
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